Secretory component and IgA expression by epithelial cells in sow mammary gland and mammary secretions.
Secretory component (SC) and IgA expression of epithelial cells were studied in the mammary tissue and mammary secretions of sows. In mammary tissue, SC was not detected until day 105 of gestation. From the time of delivery (day 115) to the time of established lactation, the proportion of epithelial cells containing SC rose from 20 per cent to nearly 100 per cent. There was no IgA in alveolar epithelial cells until day 105 of gestation; on day 115, IgA positive epithelial cells were present in 10 per cent of the alveoli, which increased to 80 per cent during lactation. Epithelial cells represented more than 20 per cent of the total cells in colostrum, and predominated over leucocytes in milk. In colostrum, these epithelial cells (9 to 15 microns) showed weakly positive membrane, SC, contained cytoplasmic SC and had a limited capacity for in vitro proliferation. Ten per cent of epithelial cells contained intracytroplasmic IgA. In milk, the epithelial cells were larger (15 to 40 microns) with a higher expression of both membrane and intracytoplasmic SC; 66 per cent of these cells expressed intracytoplasmic IgA. These data showed that the capacity of mammary epithelium to process IgA to secretory IgA was complete at the end of mammary gland organisation, and established that the epithelial cells of milk contribute to the transfer of IgA to neonates.